Changes in the distribution of nitric oxide synthase immunoreactive nerve fibers in the chronically hypoxic rat carotid body.
The distribution of nitric oxide synthase (NOS) immunoreactive nerve fibers in the carotid body was compared between normoxic and chronically hypoxic rats (10% O2 and 3.0-4.0% CO2 for 3 months). NOS immunoreactive fibers appeared as thin processes with many varicosities. They were distributed predominantly around small arteries and arterioles, and around clusters of glomus cells. When expressed by the density of varicosities per unit area in the parenchyma, the density of NOS fibers associated with the vasculature and with the glomus cells in the chronically hypoxic carotid bodies was significantly decreased. Because nitric oxide (NO) is an inhibitory neuronal messenger in the normoxic carotid body, the present findings suggest that the sensory mechanisms in the hypoxic carotid body may be involved in 'disinhibition' resulting from reduced NO synthesis.